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O ne of the most significant  
changes to the legal sector 

is the arrival of new entrants such 
as Riverview Law, Obelisk, the Co-
op, Halifax and the AA; businesses 
for whom customer service is 
meat and drink. Their presence in 
the legal market is likely to have a 
dramatic effect in shaping client 
expectations in the future and it is 

now only those firms who put their clients at the centre 
of their business and make client service the number one 
priority that will continue to thrive and survive.

In many cases law firms are delivering the outcomes 
clients want – they get their will done, their house is sold, 
they get the contract they need for their employees – but 
it is the experience the client goes through to get the 
outcome that is often simply not good enough. Only the 
other day I spoke to someone about their house move:

“The lawyers I used completed everything on time and 
we moved in OK but it was painful! I kept having to chase 
them, they sent stuff to the wrong address and they didn’t 
return calls – the receptionist was quite rude on one 
occasion. I tell you next time I move I won’t use them and I 
am not going to recommend them either”

And this is not an isolated incident. 

So, just what is the cost and the risk for firms who neglect 
their clients and fail to deliver the levels of service that 
clients now expect?  Law firms are businesses dealing 
with members of the public and businesses and their 
clients expect the same standard of service, as they do 
when dealing with any other business. So, the costs of 
poor service are the same as they are in other sectors 
such as insurance, financial services, telecoms and retail. 

The most common reasons clients give for stopping 
doing business is poor service,  such as poor 
communication, failure or delay in responding, the 
service provider not doing what say they will do, ignoring 
or not dealing with clients’ concerns and complaints 
effectively.

The problem goes beyond client defection in law firms.  
If clients receive poor service they will question the 
value they have had, argue about fees and demand 
discounts.

Another problem is that the majority of clients who 
experience poor service don’t tell you but they do tell 
plenty of others. People generally talk more about 
their bad experiences than they do about their good 
experiences of customer service. The reason is because 
it is simply too difficult to complain and clients don’t 
believe their complaint will be dealt with effectively.  
How often, for example do we sit on busy commuter 
trains surrounded by unhappy customers none of whom 
believe it is worth complaining? In the case of the train 
companies that may be true as there is very little choice. 
However, law firm clients do have choice and plenty 
of it now. What’s more, the dangers of negative word 
of mouth are now greater with the internet and social 
media. It is generally accepted that for every one client 
who complains about bad service, ten simply vote with 
their feet. In 2012/13, the Legal Ombudsman received 
8,400 complaints so taking this figure the number of 
unhappy clients who have not complained is 84,000!
Another area of confusion is around client loyalty 
and unless clients are “very satisfied” client loyalty is 
fragile. There is a significant drop in client loyalty (and 
therefore risk of defection) between clients who are 
“very satisfied” and those that are “somewhat satisfied” 
– up to as much as 50%. Yet many firms are in fact happy 
when clients say they are “somewhat satisfied”. In 
many organisations the “very satisfied” and “somewhat 
satisfied” scores are often combined and therefore 
provide a misleading customer satisfaction score.

The price of poor customer service
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The legal landscape has changed forever. Kate 
Fleming considers the risks of not offering proper 
client service in a market that is over supplied with law 
firms and lawyers and where technical expertise is no 
longer a differentiator.
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So what are the consequences of delivering poor client 
service service to clients? 

Poor client service will cost you money in the short term (through 
abandoned transactions), in the long term (through the loss of 
repeat business) and will make attracting new clients so much 
more difficult (due to negative ‘word of mouth’).  The frequently 
quoted figure is that it costs a business six to seven times more to 
attract new customers than it costs to get repeat business and with 
increased choice and competition in the legal sector, this figure 
may well go up.

Sadly these costs remain largely hidden due to lack of engagement 
with clients and measurement of client satisfaction – only 43% law 
firms systematically measure client satisfaction. In a recent survey 
reported in the Managing Partner magazine, thirty law firms of 
varying sizes and representing 25,000 law firm users were asked 
how they managed and measured client satisfaction. Only 30% of 
respondents have Service Level Agreements (SLAs) and of those 
only 36% published their SLAs to the business.

Firms who want to be in business for the long haul will have to 
be serious about eliminating poor client service. This will mean 
having systems in place to manage and measure client satisfaction, 
to deal with issues quickly, efficiently and with an emphasis on 
positive interactions with clients. Furthermore, firms who are 
serious about putting their clients first may need to change the way 
they measure performance. Historically, the principle measure of 
performance is chargeable hours, so will this need to change in the 
future so that client satisfaction becomes the principle measure?

So what can law firms do to increase client satisfaction, build client 
loyalty and drive client advocacy and what can firms learn from 
other service led organisations?

A good place to start is to understand the “customer journey” – 
what the client goes through if they do business with you. 

I recently had my car serviced at my local dealership and the 
customer journey was a joy to experience.

My journey began when I booked my car in for a service. The 
phone was answered quickly by a knowledgeable, friendly and 
helpful person who was able to offer me a choice of dates within 
a week including a Saturday. Once booked, I was then offered a 
courtesy car and I received a text confirming the date with all 
the contact details including a direct line to the service desk and 
directions. They also offered me a range of other services. Their 
communication was clear and they used the opportunity to upsell 
other products and services which were both relevant and timely – 
for example winter tyres.

The day before I received another text confirming my courtesy car, 
the time my car was due in and where to go when I arrived.

On the day, I arrived and was greeted by name by a friendly 
receptionist who showed me to a comfortable seating area and 
offered me coffee and something to eat whilst they booked my car 
in –all really quick and easy in a very pleasant environment.
Later on in the day I received a call – earlier than I expected – to 
say my car was ready. When I arrived it was ready and had been 
fully valeted.

The day after my car had been serviced I received a call to ask me 
how I had found the experience and was there anything else they 
could do for me. I felt valued and important and had had a great 
customer experience.

“Every interaction with a customer is a moment of truth” 
– Jan Carlson, SAS

Compare this to the level of service and ‘customer journey’ 
of any law firm and the difference will be significant. There is 
nothing unique about how businesses in other sectors deliver 
good customer service.  It is not rocket science and could easily be 
transferred to the legal sector and be equally impressive.

So what do law firms need to focus on to begin to give their clients 
a great client experience? Law firm managers, ask yourselves these 
questions:

• Do you know all the interactions or touch points in the client 
journey and more importantly does everyone else in the firm? 
There may be a number of journeys to consider. If your firm 
promotes and delivers legal services online, the online journey 
needs to deliver a great experience too

• Do you know what clients should experience at each of these 
interactions with the firm?

• How easy is it for clients to complain and what do you do if they 
do – clients who have had their complaint dealt with effectively are 
the most loyal clients

• How often do you measure client satisfaction and what do you do 
with the findings?

• Do your staff understand and know how to deliver excellent 
service?

• Are they rewarded for delivering excellent service?

Make the client journey a fantastic experience and clients will 
come back again and again, recommend you to others and not 
argue with fees – it is a well-known fact that people will pay more 
for excellent service and thus, be receptive to offers for additional 
services.
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